peace (SDP) sector in building cross-community ties. While the broad focus of section two is on 'top-down', governmental politics, involving particularly the Kosovo state, sport federations, and intergovernmental organizations, section three is focused more on 'bottomup', social and cultural politics at the level of civil society, with reference for example to nongovernmental organizations.
Our paper draws primarily on qualitative research undertaken in Kosovo in 2015 and early 2016 as part of a larger project. Two research visits were made to Kosovo, generating 68 interviews with officials from national government (6 interviews), sport federations (8), NGOs (14) and intergovernmental organizations (6), as well as with sport politicians (2), sport coaches (5), volunteers (7), and participants (14), journalists (3), and academics (3).
Interviews were conducted and transcribed with support from translators working in Albanian, Serbian and Turkish languages. Access to these stakeholders was obtained through initial key contacts in Kosovo, notably, a local sport coach, academics who had worked there in the past, and NGO officials. Further interviews were undertaken with officials by telephone and Skype. 3 The research also featured fieldwork visits to sport events (such as national-level men's football and women's basketball fixtures), and twelve sport activities in different parts of Kosovo that were staged by international, national, and local NGOs working in the sport for development and peace (SDP) sector.
Kosovo: A Contextual Portrait

Society, History and Politics
In this section, to establish the context for the politics of sport, we briefly examine Kosovo's wider society, history and politics before moving to consider its status as a 'small state'. We situate our overall analysis within international relations theories, more specifically within the selective usage and integration of four main perspectives: realist, liberal, constructivist, and critical. Our overall emphasis is on a mix of critical and constructivist approaches. While this synthesis may appear excessively diverse for some scholars, we consider this to be essential in order to register conceptually both the complexity of Kosovo's national and international position, and the depth of our data, particularly the rich insights of our interviewees. In our view, an alternative, theory-led methodology -in which one or two preidentified master theories are imposed on the empirical content -would be unduly restrictive for explaining the context and data.
Turning to the broad explanatory benefits of these theories, we begin by noting that, first, realist theory enables us to examine the realpolitik of 'power politics', particularly how states may threaten or seek to harm other states in pursuing their own interests or hegemonic projects (Gilpin 1987; Wight 1946) . Second, liberal theory registers how institutions such as the United Nations, European Union and Council of Europe have come to be understood in international politics as 'foundations of social progress', as illustrated by their military, economic and development interventions; liberal theory also identifies growing levels of legalism and moralism in international affairs, for example through the proliferation of human rights treaties and non-governmental organizations (Keohane 2012: 126, 130) . Third, constructivist theory helps to account for: how international politics are socially constructed by political actors; the importance of political norms, beliefs and identities; the normative advocacy roles of transnational institutions such as United Nations agencies; and, the greater influence of non-state actors (such as NGOs) on states and wider societies (Barnett & Finnemore 2004; Keck and Sikkink 1998) . Fourth, through critical theory we recognize the political-economic roots of power relations and divisions between states, reflected in the global rise of neoliberalism; the growing significance of non-state actors and greater complexity of international politics; the struggle for political recognition by diverse marginalized identities; and, the normative focus of diverse political forces on human emancipation and universal principles centred on democracy, dialogue, human rights and social justice (Linklater 2007; Roach 2007) . These theories -particularly critical and constructivist accounts -help to explain sport, politics and society within Kosovo.
Turning to discuss its core geo-political and demographic features, to summarize, Kosovo is a land-locked, disputed 'small state' and former province of Yugoslavia, located in the Western
Balkans (see Maps 1 and 2). It has a tight geographical area of around 10,900 square kilometres (around the same size as Jamaica), a small population of some 1,850,000
inhabitants, and an estimated GDP (2014) Critical perspectives have argued that, since the late 1990s, UNMIK and the wider international community have pursued a 'liberal-realist' strategy of development and peacebuilding in Kosovo, centred on securing peace, a free-market, neoliberal economy, electoral democracy, power balances across ethnic groups, and an inclusive civil society (Visoka & Bolton 2011; Franks & Richmond 2008) . Four key criticisms are directed at this liberal-realist strategy. First, for some analysts, excessive economic liberalization has led to the undervaluing of privatized assets, the collapse of manufacturing industries, mass unemployment, poverty and migration (Knudsen 2013: 288-9) . Second, Kosovo's civil society has been dominated by NGOs and 'internationals', thereby disempowering local communities. Critics have advocated alternative civil society models rooted in 'strategic peacebuilding', and decentralized, bottom-up, pluralist, and emancipatory agendas (Richmond 2011; Visoka 2012) . Third, the international community has been blighted by organizational and administrative failings, including the lack of a cooperative agenda for sustainable state-or peace-building, and being unable to tackle debilitating Serbian-backed parallel state structures (Visoka and Bolton 2011: 201) . Fourth, the international community (and especially EULEX) has been charged with failing to tackle, or active complicity in, the 'omnipresent' corruption across Kosovo (Belloni & Strazzari 2014; Cappusela 2015) . 
Kosovo as a 'Small State'
We turn now to consider briefly how Kosovo's status as a small state is confirmed by wider literature on this subject. Four key themes are relevant here. First, Kosovo fits with realist approaches to defining small states, which refer to small territorial areas and populations, and states which emphasize the importance of perceptions or meanings; that is, its inhabitants widely perceive Kosovo as a small or marginal entity (Hey 2003) . 17 Kosovo is not among those few small, rich nations (like Qatar or Norway) which exercise high international economic influence or 'soft power'. Third, Kosovo illustrates subtle, relational perspectives which argue that 'smallness is defined through the relation between the state and its external environment' (Steinmetz & Wivel 2010: 6) . In this sense, small states like Kosovo are defined not by the 'power that they possess' but by the 'power that they exercise', and through being 'the weak part in an asymmetrical relationship', such as within the Balkan region or wider Europe (2010: 6). Fourth, key social themes on small states include national homogeneity and identity, and significant levels of migration (particularly out-migration). Lowenthal (1987: 39) generalizes that the inhabitants of small states work to 'minimise or mitigate overt conflict' (in Sam and Jackson 2015: 322) . While showing very high levels of migration and strong ethno-national homogeneity (in being overwhelmingly Albanian),
Kosovo has yet to be fully confirmed as a long-term site of concerted conflict-avoidance.
Houlihan and Zheng (2015) provide a wide-ranging analysis of the diverse links between small states and sport, and three observations are particularly relevant to Kosovo. First, Kosovo is among those small states whose autonomous statehood is contested, but who utilize sport to pursue independence claims and international recognition (Houlihan and Zheng 2015: 330-1) . Comparable nation-states include Palestine and Taiwan, which like Kosovo are recognized by many sport federations and different UN members but not the United Nations per se. Elsewhere, the former German Democratic Republic sought to bolster international legitimacy and recognition through international sport federation membership and elite-level sporting success, particularly in the Olympic Games. Second, Houlihan and Zheng (2015) identify various sport-focused strategies employed by small states, two of which are partly applicable to Kosovo: isomorphism/imitation, which involves 'adopting the sporting interests of a sports power or a cluster of sports powers', and camp follower, which entails 'ingratiating themselves with major states or with major international sport organizations ' (2015: 335) . These categories may be adapted for Kosovo, where the adoption and spread of sports occurred long before claims to national sovereignty were pursued, and where there were other important motives for involvement in international sport organizations, notably escaping the sense of exclusion from international sport participation and wider society. Third, Houlihan and Zheng (2015: 341) note that the study of small states centres particularly on the area of 'sport for development and peace' (SDP), thereby presenting these societies 'as passive objects rather than active, or potentially active, subjects in the policy process'. Several international NGOs undertake SDP work in Kosovo although, as we shall see, and in marked contrast to some of the criticism that is directed towards the international community on the disempowerment of citizens, these agencies do seek the active participation and empowerment of local and national groups. Overall, these three insights are particularly useful for understanding sport in the small state of Kosovo, as we explain below, alongside other issues centred on sport development.
Sport in Kosovo: The Politics of Development, Recognition, and National Division
Following the end of the Yugoslav civil war, Kosovo's sport policies have centred on building up the national sport system, developing infrastructure (notably building facilities, and training coaches and athletes), securing international recognition, working with the international community in all of these areas as well as in using sport to promote wider social development and peace-building across different ethno-national communities. Kosovo's sport officials tend to highlight three major challenges that need to be confronted.
First, they routinely refer to the real problems of reconstruction and the lack of proper sports infrastructure notably in facilities and training. During our research, the Department of Sport reported that Kosovo had twelve specific sport halls, eight of which dated from the Yugoslav period and required reconstruction to meet international sport standards; the Department envisaged the long-term construction of a further ten halls. 20 Grassroots sport clubs often lack sufficient space to organize football, basketball, volleyball and other team sports.
Several of our national and international interviewees also criticized the Kosovo government 20 Interview with Arber, Kosovo government sports official.
for failing to divert more funds into education and sport facilities, while spending heavily on large contracts with construction companies, particularly to build roads.
Furthermore, sports officials note the long-term shortfall in sustainable, detailed sport strategies and coaching resources to develop talented young athletes, with some arguing that too much focus and public funding was directed until recently into pursuing international recognition:
The moment that we enter competitions for 14-16 year olds, that's the fatal age for our sportsmen and women. The reason is that in sports we don't have pedagogy, we don't have psychologists or coaches that can work with this young generation. And the conditions of infrastructure don't allow us to produce good athletes with expectations… For fifteen years after the war, the sector of sport was mainly engaged in internationalization, and we didn't have projects for the young generation. Mainly, the budget that federations had was used only for lobbying. We didn't have projects for the young generation, as we didn't have sustainable budgets. We didn't have experts who would work with a program or a project for four years, we had mostly projects for three months, one month, six months.
(Tereza, State Sport Official)
Demographic and socio-economic factors place further, underlying pressures on the sport system, with the need for public facilities to be secured to meet the exercise requirements for this young and relatively poor population. Some of the shortfall has been filled by the Western international community, notably through USAID, and German, Swedish, cohesion: "Now they are recognizing us, it will help us… Thomas Bach saw the perspective that everyone will be integrated now through sport, so maybe one of the reasons for this vision was, if they [the inhabitants of Kosovo] are all integrated in sport they will be integrated in social life" (Jorgji, KOC official).
As noted, the major hold-up on international recognition was in football, with the respective Overall, the politics of the sport system in Kosovo are defined primarily by issues of development (such as in terms of facilities, coaching and strategy), which have been partly supported by liberal-realist and more critical strategies of the international community; the liberalist pursuit of international recognition through sport; and, the realist and liberalconstructivist challenge of divided national relations with Serbia, particularly the operation of parallel state structures in sport and the wider society. These issues connect closely to cultural political issues and challenges within sport in Kosovo to which we now turn.
Sport in Kosovo: Cultural Political Issues and Challenges
In this section, our focus switches from the largely 'top-down' field of sport politics and policy that engages governmental organizations, to examine the relatively more 'bottom-up' realm of cultural politics that involves civil society movements, organizations and actors.
Three key cultural political issues in sport in Kosovo are highlighted here. From a liberalconstructivist and critical standpoint, these issues centre on the expression and negotiation of ethno-national differences within sport and the wider society. Research in Kosovo encountered many positive testimonies from volunteers and participants on the personal and group impacts of these sport interventions. Kaltrina, a young Albanian programme leader whose father was killed in the civil war, commented on how sport practice was perceived to break down ethno-national barriers:
25 A further, early NGO in this field was 'Spirit of Soccer'. 26 On OFFS in Kosovo, see Krasniqi (2013b) .
If you want to go to play football, and you are Serbian, the translator is Roma, and I
am Albanian, we all play together. When I start to play I don't want to know who you are or which community you are from, I want just to win, so I'll pass the ball. My intention is to win, not to ask who you are or if I don't want to play with you. With SSF we can do this, but we need more attention from the institutions of Kosovo.
Some NGO officials indicated that an important by-product of SDP activities involves harnessing and strengthening civic activism and social engagement in Kosovo, particularly among the young. As Valerie (NGO official) commented:
What is extremely interesting is the possible improvement of youth activism here…
It's very normal to have high school students who go in NGOs, and they are socially active in their community, which I think in Europe is decreasing. Here the population of Kosovo is young in general and they immediately get the motivation and willingness to fill their time in this way and to promote something they believe in for their community.
SDP initiatives in Kosovo face several political and other challenges, three of which are noted here. First, sustainability challenges concern maintaining political, financial and organizational resources and support. One NGO reported that changes in political leadership at one municipality had resulted in the withdrawal of low-cost access to sport facilities for cross-community events. Elsewhere, sport officials, volunteers and coaches complained that the international leadership of another NGO had decided to prioritize spending in other nations, resulting in the halving of their national budget. Such immediate sustainability challenges tend to be dealt with through practical action on the ground, such as reducing the scale of events. 
Concluding Comments
This study of sport and politics in Kosovo highlights several distinctive themes and issues on the sport-society nexus within contested states. First, in broad terms, Kosovo registers the complex reciprocity of sport-society interrelations within contested states, notably in how sport is harnessed to advance particular political interests (such as international recognition, Kosovo's independence, and Serbian claims to the territory of Kosovo), and in how the nation's weak political-economy has direct impacts on the condition of sport. Second, in the post-conflict context, Kosovo offers a unique insight into the specific issues of managing international recognition, ethno-national divisions, and parallel state structures within and through sport. Third, tensions between micro-level and macro-level relations are spotlighted, such as in how the pursuit of international recognition may distract from grassroots sport strategies; or, how strong on-the-ground work within the SDP sector may encounter wider difficulties or challenges, such as through deeper societal divisions, international flashpoints, or political failings. Fourth, sport in Kosovo points to how the struggle for international recognition is tied to forms of connection and disconnection, and development and underdevelopment within the international context. Fifth, while we have been restricted by space pressures from delving more deeply into this issue, Kosovo does offer a fascinating case-study for the selective application and integration of different international relations paradigms. From this, and sixth, in other contexts, some scholars have very reasonably argued that Western institutions and interests have pursued 'liberal-realist' strategies in Kosovo; others have argued that, in the field of SDP, small states tend to be treated as passive objects for Western intervention. In some contrast to these arguments, we found that international SDP agencies have pursued more 'liberal-constructivist' and critical strategies in Kosovo, by promoting inclusive, empowering and transformative relations with local communities.
The Kosovo case raises deeper questions on whether sport reflects, exacerbates or ameliorates broader political and social tensions. Arguably, Kosovo is mainly a study in reflection as, like the wider polity and society, the sport system harbours conflicts over national independence, struggles for international recognition, conflicting or competing national identities and symbols, weak development and infrastructure, major financial challenges, and parallel state structures. The exacerbation of tensions is most evidenced in nationalist flashpoints at competitive sport events. Amelioration occurs most obviously through the SDP sector, but also more broadly when sport enables non-violent contact between, and forms of social integration across, the different communities.
A further question concerns whether Kosovo points to discernible trends in the relationship between sport and regional politics. One argument here is that, despite flashpoint moments, sport provides for the potential normalization of relations in the Balkans, by bringing postconflict states into an important contact-space within international society. In addition, sport has been a key field for the promotion of Kosovo's recognition by international society, including Serbia and its allies. Such recognition is pivotal for the greater stabilization and wider integration of the Western Balkans, notably for any future EU membership of Serbia and most likely Kosovo.
Looking ahead, sport in Kosovo will be shaped in the medium and long term by three interrelated factors. First, from a critical theoretical perspective, we must recognize the crucial importance of deeper structural transformations within Kosovo. Substantial political, legal and economic development is essential for increasing employment, enhancing reconstruction, reducing migration, and building communities -all of which will feed into the making of a stronger, more resilient sport system.
Second, in liberal-realist terms, further international integration of Kosovo within and beyond sport will be predicated in part on the stabilization of relations with Serbia (including formal recognition), and by greater ties to the European Union. Such integration would be expected to involve the removal of parallel state structures in Kosovo, the lifting of restrictions on the movement of Kosovar athletes across Europe, and the greater development of sport facilities and infrastructure.
Third, we spoke to several highly-experienced officials at international agencies who envisioned the downsizing of their activities, and questioned whether Kosovo's government and civil associations would be able to step in to fill the resulting void. Certainly, international SDP NGOs have worked assiduously to develop local capacity. Yet the sustainability of these and other sport initiatives would be enhanced through their continued resourcing by these external agencies. That continued international involvement might remain at least until Kosovo becomes more integrated within international society and,
